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Lessing's play was suggested by Lillo's Merchant
of London is erroneous; there are many English
ingredients in it, but none of these was supplied by
Lillo. The England, however, in whose debt Lessing
stood, was the England of his own time; Lessing
had as yet no real grasp of the fact that back in a
remoter romantic past lay a vast dramatic poetry
in England which dwarfed to insignificance the
punier playwrights of his own day. Shakespeare
was to Lessing still little more than the primitive
barbarian with whom Voltaire had acquainted him.
Lessing's next play was Minna von Earnhelm^ which
saw the light in 1767. That Minna von 'Barnhelm is one
of the greatest of German comedies no one has ever
ventured to question. There is, of course, much in
it that is mouldy and old-fashioned now; our
twentieth century has difficulty in accepting its
lachrymose sentiment, its all too large-hearted
effusiveness. But the people of " Minna " are living
people—these soldiers of the Seven Years' War, this
innkeeper; Minna herself, the delightful Franziska,
before whom the long procession of clever waiting-
maids of French comedy pale to unsubstantial
shadows. All these people have red corpuscles in
their blood; they live the abiding life of great
creations. Minna von JSarnhelm, like Miss Sara
Samps on > owes a great debt to us. Here, and for
the only time as a practical dramatist, Lessing pays
material homage to Shakespeare's art. No English
reader can but feel that in Minna and her maid there
is a reflection of the grace and charm of our Portia
and Nerissa; and the denouement of Lessing's comedy
has clearly been planned with that of The Merchant of
Venice in mind. But Shakespeare represents the lesser
of Lessing's indebtedness to English literature. He
had now discovered a new English dramatist nearer
to his own time, who was to mean more for the teal
progress of the European drama than the mediocre
Lillo, and more than all the brilliant dialecticians of

